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The following little tract was ſent to the Printer 
of the DIARY, and introduced by the 
ſubſequent Letter 
To Mr. WOODFALL. 
SIR, 


| H LING ſeen ſeveral ſhort accounts of the knows 
ledge and abilities of the late Mr. John Smeaton, evi- 


dently drawn from the few words he has publiſhed, 


and without giving any general idea of his cha- 


rafer or life ; and having lived in a cloſe intimate 
friendſhip with him for above fifty years, T1 find 
myſelf impelled, by the reſpect T bear to his memory, 
to attempt a ſhort narrative of his genius, life, and 
character; and as ſuch, ſubmit it to his friends and 
the public. My other empliyments will not allow 
me time to look into an abundance of his letters 1 
have by me; as 1 therefore write from memory, 
I hope IT ſhall be excuſed, if I err in point of time or 
dates. His Executors intend to publiſh his life, 
when the materials and his papers are properly 
ble. 
Jam, Sir, with great reſpea, 
"=o humble ſervant, 


AM — * 


aud March 793. 


SHORT NARRATIVE 
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M R. John Smeaton was born the 28th of May, 
1724, old ſtyle, at Auſthorpe, near Leeds, in a 
houſe built by his Grand-father, and where his 
family have reſided ever ſince. 

ye ſtrength of his underſtanding and the origi- 
Inality of his genius, appeared at an early age; his 
ö play- things were not the play- things of children, 
but the tools men work with; and he appeared to 
1 have greater entertainment in ſeeing the men in the 
| 1eighbourhood work, and aſking them queſtions, 
han in anything elſe. One day he was ſeen (to 
Ihe diſtreſs of his family) on the top of his Father's 
2 Barn, fixing up ſomething like a Windmill ; another 
me, he attended ſome men fixing a pump at a 
: 33 neighbouring 
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neighbouring Village, and obſerving them cut off 
a piece of bored pipe, he was ſo lucky as to procure 
it, and he actually made with it a working pump 
that raiſed water. Theſe anecdotes refer to 
circumſtances that happened while he was in 
petticoats, and moſt likely — be attained his 
th year. 
About his 14th or 15th year, he had made for 
, himſelf an Engine to turn roſe work, and made 
; ſeveral preſents to his friends of boxes in Livy 
and wood, turned by him 1n that way. 
In the year 1742, I ſpent a month at his Father's 
houſe, and being intenced myſelf for a mechanical 
employment, and a few years younger than he was, 
J could not but view his works with aſtoniſh- 
ment; he forged his iron and ſteel, and melted his 
metal; he had tools of every ſort, for working 
; in wood, ivory, and metals. He had made a 
| Laathe, by which he had cut a perpetual ſerew in 
f braſs, a thing little known at that day, and. 
which I believe was the invention of Mr. Henry 1 
HFHindley, of Vork, with whom I ſerved my Appren- 
ticeſnip. Mr, Hindley was a man of the moſt com- 
municative diſpoſition, a great lover of Mechanics; 
and of the molt fertile genius; Mr. Smeaton ſoon 
became acquainted with him, and they ſpent many 
# - A night at Mr. Hindley's houſe till wed light, con- 
Tar 5 6 verſing. on thoſe e 4 
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Thus had Mr. Smeaton, by the ſtrength of his 


genius, and indefatigable induſtry, acquired, at the 
age of 18, an extenſive ſet of tools, andthe art of 


working in moſt of the mechanical trades, without 


the affiſtance of any maſter, and which he con- 
tinued to do a part of every day when at the place 


where his tools were, and few could work better. 
Mr. Smeaton's Father was an Attorney, and 


deſirous of bringing him up to the ſame profeſſion; 
5 Mr. Smeaton therefore came up to London in 
1742, andattended the courts in Weſtminſter Hall; 


but finding (as his conſtant expreſſion was) that 
the law did not ſuit the bent his genius, he wrote 


a ſtrong memorial to his Father on that ſubject, 


whoſe good ſenſe from that moment left Mr. 
Smeaton to purſue the oy of his genius 1n his 


own way. 


| Early in 17 50, I came up to Mr. Smeaton's lag 
ings in Great Turnſtile; he was then about com- 
mencing Mathematical Inſtrument Maker, and 
ſoon became acquainted with moſt of the ingenious 
men of that time. 
In 1751, he began a courſe of experiments to try 
a machine of his invention to meaſure a ſhip's way 


at ſea, and alſo made two voyages in company with 


Dr. Knight to try it, and a compaſs of his own 
invention and making, and which was made mag= 


netical by Dr. Knight's artifieial magnets; the lat 
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of theſe was in the Fortune floop of war, commanded 
at that time by Captain Alexander Campbell. | 

In 1753, he was elected Member of the Royal 
Society; the number of papers publiſhed in their 
Tranſactions will ſhew the univerſality of his genius 


and knowledge. In 1759, he was honoured by an 


unanimous vote with their gold medal, for his paper 
entitled An Experimental Enquiry concerning the 
ce natural powers of water and wind to turn mills, and 
other machines depending on a circular motion.” 
This paper, he ſays, was the reſult of experiments 
made on working models in the year 1752 and 1757, 


but not communicated to the ſociety till 1759, be- 


fore which time he had an opportunity of putting the 
effect of theſe experiments into real practice, in a 


variety of caſes, and for various purpoſes, ſo as to 
aſſure the ſociety he had found them to anſwer. 


Here we ſee Mr. Smeaton in his 27th and 28th year 
make models and experiments therewith, by which 


the powers of wind and water are found to be able to 


do more, by at leaſt one third, than it was known they 
could do before: this improvement, without any 


other, ſhews the value of his life to this country; 


to enable mills, and all other circular motions depend- 
ing on water and wind, to do at leaſt one third 
more buſineſs than they did before, is to this coun- 
try (greatly depending on its manufactures) a bene- 
fit beyond any calculation I can make. It muft 
be immenſely great. 
But 
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| But h here T find, by purſuing the above, I have 
omitted an anecdote, that ſhews his great thirſt after 
knowledge : in the year 1754, he made a voyage 
to Holland, and by walking on foot or travelling 
in the tranſcootes, he got acquainted with moſt of 
the works ef art there, and in the low countries. 

In December 1755, the Edyſtone Lighthouſe 
was burnt down; Mr. Weſton, the chief proprietor, 
and the others, being deſirous of rebuilding it in the 
moſt ſubſtantial manner, enquired of the Earl of 
Macclesfield (then Preſident of the Royal Society) 
who he thought the moſt proper perſon to rebuild it; 
his Lordſhip recommended Mr. Smeaton. 

Mr. Smeaton undertook the work, and completed 
it in the ſummer of 1759; ofthis, Mr. Smeaton gives 
an ample deſcription, in the volume he publiſhed 
in 1791; that edition has been ſome time ſold, and 
a ſecond is now in the preſs, under the reviſal of 
his much- eſteemed friend, Mr. Aubert, F. R. 8. 
and Governor of the London Aſſurance Corpora- 
tion. Of this work, I ſhall only ſay it appears to 
me, in a great meaſure, a hiſtory of ſour years of 
his life, wherein the originality of his genius is 
fully diſplayed, as alſo his great e een 
and perſeverance. 

Though Mr. Smeaton completed the building of 
the Edyſtone Lighthouſe in 1759 (a work that 
docs him ſo much credit) yet it appears he did 
not ſoon get into full buſineſs as a Civil 

: OY Engineer; 
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Engineer; for in 1764, while in Yorkſhire, 
he offered himſelf a candidate for one of the 
Teceivers of the Derwentwater Eſtate ; and on 
the 3iſt of December in that year, he was appoint- 


<d, at a full Board of Greenwich Hoſpital, in a man- 


ner highly flattering to himſelf ; when two other 
perſons, ſtrongly recommended and powerfully ſup- 
ported, were candidates for the employment; in 
this appointment he was very happy, by the aſſiſ- 


tance and abilities of his partner Mr. Walton, one 


of the preſent receivers, who taking upon himſelf 


the management and accounts, left Mr Smeaton lei- 
| ſure and opportunity to exert his abilities on public 
works, as well as to make many improvements in 
the Mills, and in the eſtates of Greenwich Hoſpital. 


By the year 1775, he had ſo much buſineſs, as a 
Civil Engineer, that he wiſhe1 to reſign this ap- 


pointment, and would have done it then, had not 


his friends,the late Mr. Stuart,the Hoſpital Surveyor, 
and Mr. Ibbetſon, their Secretary, prevailed upon 


him to continue in the office about two years 


longer. 

Mr. Smeaton having now got into full buſineſs 
as a Civil Engineer, it is not my intention, nor is it 
in my power, to enumerate the variety of concerns 
he was engaged in; I ſhall touch upon fome of 
the principal ones lightly. Hemadethe River Calder 
navigable; a work that required great {kill and judg- 


ment, owing to we very impe etuous floods in that 
| | River 


Had become a barrier to keep the river in its uſual courſe. 


( 1 ) 
River; he planned and attended the execution of the 
great Canal in Scotland, for conveying the trade of 


the country, either to the Atlantic or German 


Ocean; and having brought it, I believe, to the place 
originally intended, he declined a handſome yearly 
ſalary, in order that he might attend 10 the mul- 


tiplicity of his other buſineſs. 


On the opening of the great Aren; at London- 


bridge, the excavation around and under the 
ſterlings was ſo conſider able, that the bridge was 


thought to be in great danger of falling. He was 


then in Vorkſhire, and was ſent for by expreſs, and 


arrived with the utmoſt diſpatch ; I think it was on 
a Saturday morning, when the apprebenſions of the 


| Bridge falling were fo general, that few would paſs 


over or under it. He applied himſelf immediately 
to examine it, and to ſound about the ſterlings as mi- 
nutely as he could, and the committee being called 


together, adopted his advice, which was, to repur- 
chaſe the ſtones that had been taken from the middle 


Pier, then lying in Moorhelds, and to throw them 
into the river to guard the Rerlings. Nothing ſhews 


4 This method of Ropping the impetuous ravages of water, he 


had practiſcd before with ſucceſs, on the River Calder; on my 
calling on him in the neighbourh-o0d .of Wakefield, he ſhewed me 


the effects of a great flood, which had made a conſiderable paſſage 


over the land; this he ſtopped at the bank of the River, by 
_ throwing in a quantity of large ruff ſtones, which with the ſand and 


other materials, waſhed down by the river, filling up their interſtices, 
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(n) 
the apprehenſions of the bridge falling, more than 
the alacrity with which his advice was purſued ; the 
ſtones were re-purchaſed that day, Horſes, Carts, and 
Barges were got ready, and they began the work 
on Sunday morning. Thus Mr. Smeaton, in all 
human probability, ſaved London: bridge from falling, 


and ſecured it till more . methods could be 


taken. 


In the ſummer of 1771, when; through the mul- 
tiplicity of his buſineſs, he was travelling in Ireland, 


Scotland, and England, I concluded a joint pur- 


chaſe for himſelf and me, of the works for ſupply- 
ing Deptford and Greenwich with water, which 


being an extenſive undertaking, we ſaw from the 


firſt would require much pains and addreſs to manage; 
and ſoon after, by papers put into our hands, we 


found that for a long ſeries of years it had been a 


loſing purſuit to all former proprietors ; this, there- 


fore, called forth all his ſkill, and our joint addreſs 
in the management.---His language, either inſpeak=- 


ing or writing, was ſo ſtrong and perſpicuous, that 
there was no miſunderſtanding his meaning, and I 


had that confidence in his abilities, as never to conſider 
any plan of improvement which he propoſed, but only 
to ſee it executed with ſcrupulous exactneſs; at the 
ſame time, he was ſo open to reaſon in all matters, 
that during a conſtant communication of our opi- 
nions for upwards of twenty years, after we had 


laid them fully before each other, we always agreed, 


never had the feghteft Ferenc, and brougbt 


this 


TE 20 
| this undertaking to be of general uſe to thoſe it was. 
intended for, and moderately beneficial to our- 
ſelves 
TLhhe vaſt variety of mills Mr. Smeaton conſtrue- 
| ted, ſo greatly to the ſatisfaction and adyantage of 
the owners, will ſhew the great uſe he made of his 
experiments in 1752 and 1753; and indeed he 
| ſcarcely truſted to theory in any caſe where he could 
have an opportunity to inveſtigate it by experiment; 
and for this he built a Steam Engine at Auſthorpe, 
and made experiments thereon purpoſely to aſcertain 
the power of Newcomen's Steam Engine, which 
he improved and brought to a far greater degree of 
certainty, both in its conſtruction and powers, than 
it was before. | 
Mr. Smeaton, during many years of his life, was a 

conſtant attendant on Parliament, his opinion being 
continually called for; and here his ſtrength of judg- 
ment and perſpicuity of expreſſion had its full diſ- 
play; it was his conſtant cuſtom, when applied to 
to plan or ſupport any meaſure, to make himſelf fully 
acquainted with it, and ſee its merits before he 
would be engaged in it; by this caution, added to the 
clearneſs of his ceſcription, and the integrity of his 
heart, he ſeldom failed having the Bill he ſupported 
carried into an Actof Parliament. No one was heard 
with more attention, nor had any one ever more 
confidence placed in his teſtimony ; in the Courts 
of law, he had ſeveral compliments paid him from 
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the bench by Lord Mansfield and others, for the 


new light he threw on difficult ſubjects. 

About the year 1785, Mr. Smeaton's health be- 
gun to decline, and he then took the reſolution to 
endeavour tv avoid all the buſineſs he could, fo that 
he might have leifure to publiſh an account of his 
inventions and works, which was certainly the firſt 
with of his heart; for he has often told me, he thought 


be could not render ſo much ſervice is his country, 


as by doing that. He got only his account of the- 
Edyſtone Lighthouſe completed, and ſome prepa- 
rations to his intended Treatiſe on Mills,for he could 


not reſiſt the ſolicitations of his friends in various 


works; and Mr. Aubert, whom he greatly loved and 


reſpected, being choſen Chairman of Ramſgate Har- 
bour, prevailed upon him to accept the place of En- 


gineer to that harbour, and to their joint efforts, the 
publick is chiefly indebted for the improvements 
that have been made there within theſe few years, 
which fully appears in a report that Mr. Smea- 
ton gave in to the Boardof Fruftees in 1791, which 
they immediately publiſhed. 

Mr. Smeaton being at Auſthorpe, Sing 
in his garden on the 16th of September laſt, was 


ſtruck with the palſy, and died the 28th of Octo- 


ber. In his illneſs 1 had ſeveral letters from him; 


ſigned with his name, but wrote and ſigned by ano- 


ther's pen; the dition of them ſhowed the firength ; 
| of | 


to ſay when that is likely to happen. 


7" 0:48 1 
of his mind. had. not left him.—Ih one, written 
the 26th of September, after minutely deſcribing his 
health and feelings, he ſays, „in conſequence of 
the faregoing, I contlude myſelf nine tenths dead, 
and the greateſt favour the Aimighty can 45 me (as 
1 think) will be to complete the other part; but as it 
7s likely to be a lingering illneſs, it is n in bis ' power 


Having given a few traits of the life and 
works of Mr. Smeaton, chiefly from memory, I 
ſhall now briefly ſum up his character from my on 
knowledge. Mr. Smeaton had a warmth of ex- 
preſſion, that might appear to thoſe who did not 
know him well, to border on harſhneſs; but thoſe 
more intimately acquainted with him, knew it aroſe 
from the intenſe application of his mind, which was 
always in the purſuit of truth, or engaged in inveſti- _ 


IM gating difficult ſubjects. He would ſometimes break 


out haſtily, when any thing was ſaid that did not 
tally with his ideas; and he would not give up any 
thing he argued for till his mind was convinced by 


5 ou nd reaſoning, 


In all the ſocial duties of life he was exemplary * 
he was a moſt affectionate Huſband, a good Father, 
a warm, zealous, and ſincere Friend, always ready to 


aſſiſt thoſe he reſpected, and often before it was point 


ed out to him in what way he could ſerve them. He 


was a lover and encourager of merit wherever he 


found 
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found it; and many men are in a great meaſure 
indebted for their preſent ſituation to his aſſiſtance 
and advice. As a companion, he was always en 
tertaining and inſtructive, and none could ſpend: 


their time in his company without improvement. 


As a Civil Engineer, when his works are pub - 
liſhed, they will do his talents more juſtice than I | 
can. I have ſpent many evenings with him in the 
laſt twenty years, in a Society of Civil Engineers, 
which he was one of the firſt to promote, and 
where he was always heard with great attention 
and held in particular eſteem. As a man, I always 
admired and reſpected him, and his or will 
ever be moſt dear to me. 


JOHN HOLMES. 
Strand, March, 1 79 3. 


FS. Since writing the above, I perceive 1 


have left unnoticed Mr. Smeaton's improvement of 


the Air Pump, of the Pyrometer and Hygrometer, 


and his experiments on many other philoſophical | 
matters, which, I truſt, will appear when his Life 


and Works are publiſhed. 
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